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Colossians 2:16

Part 1

"Therefore let no one pass judgment on you in matters of eating and drinking
or with regard to a festival or a new moon of a Sabbath ...."

This verse is often explained as Paul's way of abolishing the Sabbath and the annual festivals
such as Pentecost, Tabernacles and all the others. Based on that questionable explanation,
many Christians somehow seem to assume that Paul also authorizes the modern Christian cal-
endar, not realizing that Paul never heard of most "Christian" festivals ... because they were
added after Paul's death! If you want to see why this frequently misquoted passage neither abol-
ishes nor establishes celebrations, you need to read this easily understood article by Dr. Dorothy.
After a careful reading of the Greek original and digesting a dozen commentaries, Charles has
packed more understanding into these few pages than is found in most books on the subject.

Don't miss it! -- Ed.

Colossians -- the 12" book of the New Tes-
tament -- what a mighty "little" letter! For such a
brief epistle (1,582 words in Greek), it is surpris-
ing what a great picture of God emerges from its
pages. It is also surprising what a major misun-
derstanding Colossians (Cl) 2:16 causes regard-
ing Christian celebrations. To hear the standard
explanation, one would almost think that in one
fell swoop Paul has blown away 1500 years of
Bible tradition, and has approved all the later ac-
cretions to the Church's calendar, whether secu-
lar, saintly or pagan.

Granted, the last sentence is a caricature; no
one puts the case quite that strongly. But the
question remains: what is Paul in fact saying in
Cl 2:16-17? If Paul's point is really to do away
with the calendar and established festivals, why
so?, and how does he intend to have them re-
placed? Or would he take the dangerous path of
leaving a "celebration vacuum"? If on the other
hand he is not condemning all biblical feasts/
celebrations, what does he attack in this difficult
verse? And what of the idea found in some sab-
batarian groups, namely that Cl 2:16 does not
include the weekly Sabbath at all, but that
"ceremonial" annual Sabbaths are abolished
here--they no longer belong among Christians?

First Things First: The Overview

We highly recommend that you read, or at
least skim the Colossians letter. Then we can
rise above the specific and knotty question of
feasts, Sabbaths and new moons. That done, we
can also be justly surprised at how little we hear
about Paul's central point, the main message of
Colossians Whatever our view of Cl 2:16 may be,

we know after reading it that the question in
our title was not Paul's question. That is, the
whole Colossians letter was not written just to
accompany 2:16. If you followed our suggestion to
read or skim, you are in a good position to under-
stand: we should not try to answer our specific
question before we comprehend what Paul's
"question," or point was.

There are many good reasons that we should
look first at the whole of any Bible book. In this
case, Colossians, if we look at the letter as a
whole one of two things will happen: either 1) we
will shed light on the target verse (the whole will
illumine the parts), or 2) if no light is shed on the
verse, at least whatever explanation we give for
the part will not do violence to the whole.

That leads us logically to the overall question:
what does Colossians say? Put in other words,
what is the message and purpose of this brief letter,
written late in Paul's life?

For the overview, we need to understand
the structure and thought flow of Colossians. If
we can divide the content into sections, that will
help us understand. But we will also have to ask
what is the relation of each section to the next?
The material of Colossians does fall into sev-
eral parts, but again it is surprising how little is
said in most commentaries about the logic of
thought, that is how Paul connects the parts to
each other.

The Organization of Colossians

While there is difficulty identifying the wrong
teaching or "Colossian heresy," there is almost
no problem in discovering the major blocks of ma-
terial in the letter. Beyond those blocks
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Colossians 2:16

some flexibility as to how far sections can be
subdivided must be allowed. Therefore the fol-
lowing outline is not meant to be rigid, but to
indicate the main content and overall thought
flow.

I Greetings/Salutation 1:1-2
I Thanksgiving for the 1:3-14

members' faith and love,
for God's work in Christ
from which all this springs;
an account (in response to
the above) of the apostle's
prayer for these friends he
has never met

Il References to thanks and
prayer merge into a de-
scription of Christ, which in
its turn, leads back to his
reconciling work and of its
results among the Colos-
sians.

IV Paul's share in the rec-
onciling work of God in
Christ; the revelation of the
mystery; the aim of Paul's
effort for the Colossians:
Christ in us, Christ who is
all wisdom

V  Since Christ is all wisdom,
therefore let no one de-
ceive you that more is
needed; the application of
Christ's work to the erro-
neous teaching

VI  Teaching on practical
Christian living
VIl Close: plans & personalia 4:7-17

VIII Benediction: Autograph 4:18
farewell.

1:15-2:3

2:4-3:4

3:54:6

How the "Teaching" section (VI) connects
with section V will have to await our exposition,
but in spite of the lack of mention in commentar-
ies, there is connection.

Paul's Principal Point

If we were to select the single most important
element in Colossians, we would probably agree
with the now famous Cambridge scholar, C. F.
D. Moule: "the choice would probably fall upon

its description, in verses few but almost intolera-
bly weighty, of Christ and of his position in rela-
tion to the universe and the Church" (CGTC p.
3). As Moule notes, nowhere else in Paul is Je-
sus "described with such a wealth of divine
attributes."”

A quick reading of Colossians will amply
demonstrate Moule's point. After thanking God
for "transferring us into the domain of his be-
loved Son's rule [kingdom]" Christ is praised as
"the image of the invisible God, the firstborn
before all creation ...." This last verse has
been discovered to be an early Christ-hymn
of two stanzas, or strophes (1:15-20). This
striking discovery needs more comment than
can be given here, but some salient points
must be mentioned. Paul calls on earlier mate-
rial that he did not invent.

Why? Apparently Paul 1) wants some
common ground on which to build his case, be-
yond 2) the obvious fact that his thanksgiving
and prayer rise naturally into hymn-like praise.
As pre-Pauline material, it gives him a base
which is agreed on by people he has never
seen (1:4), and perhaps, by the teachers he
wants to counter. Since the content of these two
major stanzas stresses Christ's preexistence,
his creating of all cosmic powers, and his pre-
eminence in the Church, it will serve Paul's
argument against the teachers quite well (see
below).

With this final citation, the point should now
be clear that in Colossians "a wealth of di-
vine attributes" are attributed to Christ: "in
whom all the treasures of wisdom and knowl-
edge are hidden" (2:3). Thus commentators
generally agree that in Colossians we see Christ
presented as the cosmic, pre-existent Christ,
ruling over all powers, angelic or demonic, in the

universe.

What does this mean? According to Colos-
sians, Almighty God the Father (1:3, 10, 12, 13,
15, 25, 27; 2:2, etc.) has given a greater stature
to the Son than either "Messiah" or "Lord" would
normally indicate. The exalted Christ both cre-
ated (1:16) and conquered (2:15) all powers in
the universe. Such is his relationship to the
universe, the "cosmos."
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